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. Introduction
Moodle is an online learning environment. Simply, it is a kind of
“group” software accessed through a browser that is used for educational
purposes. According to the Moodle website, there are more than 43 mil-
lion users worldwide in 212 countries. Japan has 525 sites registered (http:
//moodle.org/sites/index.php?country=JP). The website warns, however,
that there is no requirement to register the system when installing it.
The actual number of users is larger. So what is Moodle and why are peo-
ple using it? And why are we using it here in Momoyama?
Moodle stands for “Modular Object Oriented Dynamic Learning Envi-
ronment”. It is an online environment (like Google or Yahoo groups), ex-
cept that it is installed on a server. The system can be installed on Win-
dows, Mac, or Linux platforms, and runs using PHP. A system adminis-
trator assigns people the role of “teacher” and teachers set up a learning
space. Moodle has functionality that is customizable at many levels in or-
der to meet the needs of different learners. Users usually register on a
“course” and each course is a single environment. Students can join any
number of courses.
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The main team of developers for Moodle is based in Australia. In ad-
dition to the core team, upkeep is done by many volunteers from all over
the world, and Moodle Partners provide additional professional services.
Development follows a roadmap, publicly available from the developers
(http://docs.moodle.org/dev/Roadmap). The software is open source, and
financial cost is limited to hardware, the server hosting, and the time that
people invest. The actual software is free under the GNU license, and can
be downloaded from moodle.org.
This article introduces the use of Moodle at Momoyama Gakuin Uni-
versity. Beginning with a review of student and technology needs, the set
up of the system is addressed. Some basic functionality is introduced, fol-
lowed by three additional modules that have shaped the syllabus of
several courses.
. Are computers necessary?
The use of computers in educational settings is long and varied. Par-
ticularly with Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL), there is
a bewildering array of acronyms to get used to. Technology changes at a
rapid pace, so teachers and the technological solutions applied in the class-
room also have to evolve. For some, the easy solution is not to use any
technology at all beyond paper, pencil, and a chalkboard.
Recent research into learner autonomy, however, demonstrates that
technology has the power to help learners become successful independent
learners. Benson’s review of the autonomy literature reveals a shift to-
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wards out―of―classroom learning and experiences, thus changing the role
of the classroom (Benson, 2011). Momoyama students can nowmail teach-
ers in English, access materials online and review them, and bring that
knowledge with them into class to see how it affects their knowl-
edge, awareness, attitudes, and skills. It behooves teachers to look at
the options available and try to see how they can be used to encourage the
development of learners.
In addition to the pedagogical reasons for getting students to interact
with a computer environment, MEXT (theMinistry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science andTechnology in Japan) also require high school students
to become computer literate (MEXT 2003). Recent surveys in class reveal
that many students, contrary to MEXT guidelines, are unable to use word
processors, spreadsheets, and other basic software vital to a future in the
workplace. Figure 1 shows a representation of basic word―processing skills
taken as part of a class survey taken by second year students in 2010 (n
=42). Although many students can make a new document, there is not
much ability beyond that. Perhaps more alarmingly, classwork shows a
lack of awareness in issues relating to privacy, password protection, and
so on among students. Online safety seems to have been, if not neglected,
insufficiently developed.
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Figure 1. A sample of 2nd year student word―processing skills (2010)
Computers also change the way students interact with the learning
space. Physical classrooms are multi―purpose rooms. Teachers have con-
trol over some of the classroom space, but at the end of the class, the ta-
bles are moved back, and the learning of the day is erased. Students don’t
have any claim on the learning space. There is nothing on the walls to
remind them of what they studied. An online learning environment re―
makes a learning space, in effect allowing a teacher or learner to “put
things on the wall”. Boardwork can be photographed and put on to a web-
site for a specific lesson. Text can be supplemented with animations, out-
lining the plan for the day. Once an assignment has been handed in, it
can always be accessed. In effect, the course is a common creation by
teacher and student, and is open to students all the time.
. Beyond memorization ― the co―creation of content
Within the field of Moodle in Japan, Dr. Haruhiko Okumura of Mie
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University is credited as being one of the lead figures. A professor of Com-
puter Education, he favours a “problem―based” approach to pedagogy, and
states that his students also favour this approach (Okamura, 2011). Moo-
dle helps to implement this. The Moodle environment was made with a
constructivist pedagogy in mind. As the Moodle support site says, it does-
n’t force you to adopt the principles, but it is the approach upon which the
design of the system was based. It is the pedagogy that makes the differ-
ence between a collection of software and a set of teaching tools.
Where traditional (although perhaps stereotypical) university peda-
gogy is often lecture focused, with an amount of “things to be learned”,
constructivism looks at the way learners create output through a process
of interaction and negotiation. Discussing this approach in contrast with
teacher―lead approaches, van Lier highlights the role that co―construction
can play in creating critical and autonomous learners (van Lier, 1996).
Within Moodle, the constructivist approach finds expression in the
following 5 points:
1. All of us are potential teachers as well as learners―in a true collabo-
rative environment we are both
2. We learn particularly well from the act of creating or expressing
something for others to see
3. We learn a lot by just observing the activity of our peers
4. By understanding the contexts of others, we can teach in a more
transformational way (constructivism)
5. A learning environment needs to be flexible and adaptable, so that
it can quickly respond to the needs of the participants within it.
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(Moodle website, 2011)
The goal, then, is to create environments inwhich students and teach-
ers can find out about each other through the classroom process, and ne-
gotiate the way in which that process occurs.
. A Moodle test case: English classes
Uptake of the new system is greatest at Momoyama in the faculty of
Economics and the Language Center. Much of the functionality discussed
in this article is based on application in language classes. Given this, be-
fore moving on, it is worth considering the nature of English atMomoyama
Gakuin University.
A class for a single credit usually meets fourteen times for 90 minutes,
meaning a student with perfect attendance will get only 21 hours of
classtime. Students are required to take eight credits. Examples of stud-
ies quoted in testing literature show that around 150 hours of study is re-
quired to raise TOEIC scores for 300 to 400 (Saegusa in Newfields, 2001).
Some kind of home study is, therefore, essential. Many teachers choose
a book with a workbook in order to provide that study. Others may use
projects or presentations in class, requiring cooperation and preparation
with English work outside of class.
An online learning environment with a sufficient range of material
and content, provides a neat solution to this. In addition, as a price limit
is in effect on textbooks, the price tag of Moodle offers an additional incen-
tive. The challenge remains, however, to build the community of learners
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and encourage the use of English.
. Set up and support
1. Getting started
Although some free Moodle environments are available on the Web
(e.g. http://ninehub.com/), it is hoped that offering this systemwith support
on―site will make things easier for teachers. Wide uptake of the system
should lend credibility to the system and broaden the possibilities for syl-
labus creation and support.
Moodle has two levels of necessary support. On the “tech” side, there
is the need to understand the technology, keep servers running, and in-
crease the smoothness of the user experience. There is also the pedagogi-
cal, teaching―centred support. An engineer can help to keep a computer
running, but may not know what makes a successful class. Similarly,
many teachers lack the fundamental skills in areas such as PHP for
developing activities, or the knowledge of how a particular piece of soft-
ware works.
At present, Moodle is available to any teacher who expresses an inter-
est. Articles have appeared in the Language Centre newsletter to publicize
the system and encourage use. We currently have six Language Centre
teachers using Moodle, with another three teachers planning to begin use
in the fall semester. Teachers initiate the process by contacting the Lan-
guage Centre, and asking for an account. Generally speaking, an experi-
enced teacher (or mentor) will help a new teacher think about what the
needs are for the class, and howMoodle can be implemented in a construc-
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tive way. This involves looking at the syllabus and seeing what will fit
and what won’t. A side benefit of the process is the discussion of teaching
principles and ideas. The “experienced” teacher also comes away with new
ideas and learning.
2. After set up
Making leaflets, manuals, and instruction books is time―consuming
and has met with limited success elsewhere in the Language Centre. A
peer―mentoring and modeling system is preferred. After the account is
open, thementor remains registered in the course as a teacher. Thismeans
they can look around if the new teacher needs some help with a particular
process or module. Teachers can get support by mail or over voice media
such as Skype, as well as face―to―face.
3. Balancing technology and pedagogy
On the engineering side, the system is running on an initial trial
server within the IT Center. The system has the backing of the center,
and a member of staff heavily involved in the maintenance of the system,
developing a knowledge base that can be shared around the support cen-
tre. Engineering problems are dealt with at great speed by our support
services to the extent that a given problem can be sorted.
Ironically, the demand placed on the server owing to the increase in
uptake of users has made Moodle a victim of its own success, and we have
had several short outages of service. There has been a learning curve on the
architecture side. Rather than being a problem, however, this has opened
up discussion about what would be useful, and additional server architec-
ture has been made available to make up for the increasing demand.
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One of the benefits Moodle and other projects like it has brought more
stakeholders into an important discussion as to the role of technology in
teaching. Beyond the basic office functions, what else can tech do to help
students learn? On the one hand, teachers are often unaware of the lim-
its posed by firewalls, software compatibility, and ergonomics. This can
cause unrealistic expectations. Engineers may also be unaware of the proc-
esses involved in certain pedagogical needs, and the role of software in
a classroom community. For example, learning English requires audio,
and recording is also important. Making separate spaces that will allow
both “noisy” and “quiet” use of computers is important. Much in line with
Moodle’s contructivist approach, the work on Moodle has created a place
for dialogue on these events to happen. Teachers, engineers, and the ad-
ministrators supporting them engage in a dialogue that leads to a more
fruitful relationship.
4. Other areas of support
While support is provided with the university, Moodle is also becom-
ing a lingua franca among language educators. Modules and units are be-
ing developed among the community. Two of the modules in this article
were developed by volunteer teams in Japan, and the developers continue
to provide support for their work. While specific support may be slow at
times, the community can often deliver adaptations or completely new code
because of the diversity within it. A recent example is the development
of templates for the rapid development of quizzes created for a particular
project in Hakodate, which was released for free as soon as an effective
format was found (Ruthven―Stuart, 2011).
In effect, while teachers try to create a community of learning within
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the classroom, Moodle is allowing teachers and other stakeholders to cre-
ate a community able to provide support to each other. The learner bene-
fits from having teachers connected to the broader teaching community.
With large organizations supporting professional development in terms
of engineering and pedagogy, benefits are also arising in terms of shared
technologies and approaches.
. Introducing Moodle environment
The address of the Momoyama Moodle website is https://asahi.andrew.
ac.jp/. The “s” in “https” indicates that the site is a secure website, and
the server has some degree of protection. Students logging on for the first
time are greeted by the page shown in Figure 2. Students simply select
their class and log in.
Figure 2. The Momoyama Moodle homepage
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Several formats are available for teachers setting up classes. Teach-
ers have the option to set up the course by topic, or by week. More com-
plex options, such as SCORM and LAMS, are available, but these require
a greater level of sophistication. (The advice from Wild (2008) is that if
you know what they are, they are useful, but if you don’t know, you won’t
need to know!) Weekly classes have the disadvantage of being numbered
by the calendar week, and thus Golden Week and the university festival
can throw off the count. Topics can be arranged as weeks according to the
lesson plans given at the start off the course, but don’t allow some of the
automatic progression found in weekly courses. Choices here reflect the
individual preference of the teacher.
A range of choices on set up include simple choices on the size of files
that can be uploaded, whether or not to force the language in the browser,
and whether to make things like activity and grades visible. If the course
is mostly intended for activities such as peer support, grades are not re-
quired. In the majority of cases, however, it is appropriate to grade. A
student logging into a course would be greeted by the window in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Simulation of a course upon login
The top left contains a breadcrumb trail, to aid students in navigation
and show themwhich part of which course they are in. Access to activities,
course participant details, and grades can be obtained from the panels
on the left. The course shown above is in a weekly format, and students
can navigate from week to week by use of the bar at the bottom or, if ac-
tivated, the selection link on the right.
Student enrollment
Originally, a list of students was collected on the first day of class and
sent to Support at the IT Centre for each class. The result was students
were usually unable to access the system on the first day. After consider-
able work on the part of the IT department, students can now enroll them-
selves in a course, using an “enrollment key” their teacher provides. This
is a code the student is required to enter to self―enroll on a course. Each
course has a different key, so the students have to take a more active role
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in their enrollment. Students can begin their experience together and
check on each other’s progress from day one.
As a side note, we have found it useful to add the instructors name
to the course to make it very clear to students who is running the course.
This speeds up the self―enrollment process. In the long run, such simple
protocols mean less need for support.
. Basic features
The following briefly covers the basic functionality and some of the
classroom uses of the “out of the box” Moodle installation. These are all
currently available and either in use or have been used within
language classes.
1. Profile
Students can begin their construction of the learning space straight
away by setting up a profile. This is similar to many online environments.
Students can write as much or as little as they like, although typically
a teacher will scaffold the process using templates or guideline. The pro-
file serves the purpose of introducing the co―creation of the workspace,
but can also be a tool for classroom interaction.
A particular advantage of the profile in general and the picture in par-
ticular is that it makes class members easier to remember. Besides mak-
ing grading easier, asking a couple of students about parts of their profiles
helps to make students feel appreciated.
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2. Gradebook
The gradebook is a repository of scores for different tasks. First en-
counters with the gradebook can be intimidating, as there are many dif-
ferent views and parameters to set. A particular problem is that many
activities (like quizzes) have grades as part of their set up process. The
gradebook acts as the method of organizing all these grades into a coher-
ent whole.
Figure 4. A sample page of a gradebook
Figure 4 shows a “user view” of the gradebook from a course where
the final grade is decided on three factors―a reading goal, a portfolio, and
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attendance. Teachers use “Full view” of the gradebook to set up categories
(or folders), and assign graded activities to a class. Each folder can then
be organized to make up a certain percentage of the overall grade. Intro-
ductory activities, for example, can be assigned to a folder where the grade
is zero, allowing students space to get used to activities.
3. Quiz
Quizzes test explicit knowledge of a particular topic, although they
have multiple uses beyond creating a test. They can be used as a needs
assessment for criterion―based classes, or used as the final test using a
secure testing window. A variety of question types are available, from
multiple―choice to full graded essay questions. Quizzes allowmutli―media,
so in a multiple―choice question, for example, choices could be pictures.
Audio can be played for students as part of a listening comprehension.
A short video clip can be used as an essay prompt.
Some formats, such as the essay, allow teachers to post comments
directly. In the case of several formats (such as true/false), the computer
can grade automatically, with feedback assigned to particular choices.
On getting a question wrong, students could receive a message such as
“Please review page 38 of the book.” Messages for correct answers could
simply be “Well done!”
4. Assignment
For reports and projects, an alternative to the quiz is the assignment,
a module allowing several options. Students can use a simplified interface
to type an assignment, such as a report, directly into the system. More
commonly, an essay or project of some kind is completed in an electronic
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format (word―processor or presentation software, for example), and then
uploaded. Teachers can then access and grade the assignment. It is also
possible to set up the system so that multiple files can be uploaded by stu-
dents. Alerts let teachers receive notification of upload.
For assignments of a non―electronic format, the “Offline activity” al-
lows teachers to add a grade for something that cannot be “handed in”,
such as a presentation or class participation. Comments can be included
along with the grade, so students will see this when they are looking at
their individual grade. A student helping others can have that help re-
corded, and a student sleeping through the class will know why the grade
is low. This is particularly important if students believe that a grade is
unfair and wish to have that grade investigated.
5. Forums and groups
Surveys conducted in class show a number of students are regular us-
ers of forums on social networking media (such as Mixi), so this is a sim-
ple function to introduce. Teachers set general topics for forums, and stu-
dents post responses. For students, however, reading posts from all class-
mates is prohibitively time consuming. Making small groups within Moo-
dle is a simple process, and facilitates the success of the forums. In this
way, the ideas posted have a relative authenticity in that students must
communicate through English in this medium. Conversationmanagement
skills can also be brought to bear as students can ask each other to explain
specific points within the forum―especially if such behaviour is likely to
be rewarded in a grading scheme.
Grades can be assigned to postings. Those not participating can be
桃山学院大学人間科学 No. 41
－１３８－
awarded a grade of zero for that section. Additional questions can be
awarded points as an average to push the points of the participant up.
6. Communication
Teachers can communicate with students via the participants list.
Mail can be sent to individuals, to small groups, or to a class. Whilst
mailing students from the system is easy, getting students to regularly
access their mail can be problematic. Regular contact to students remind-
ing them of something important, however, sees students begin to follow
up on their school account and make sure they are receiving it. In my ex-
perience, “useful” has meant a reminder of a deadline for a bonus, or news
of something for their homework or next class.
7. Choices
Despite its simplicity, this is a highly engaging class tool. Students
have a series of choices presented to them and vote as a class. For exam-
ple, following two different topics in class, students “choose” one as the
basis for a written comprehension check the following week. The settings
can be altered so that students never know the “official” result, or see a
numeric value. It can also be set so that students can know who voted
a particular way. Each of these methods has different applications, but
I have generally limited myself to using this module for the selection of
topics from classwork for development.
. Curriculum development through Moodle
Some activities that were not possible in the past can be facilitated
within the curriculum using Moodle. Here we will address three such de-
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velopments. The Reader Module facilitates Extensive Reading, a popular
approach to English development in Japan. Voiceshadow and Voiceboard
use browser―based recording for peer review. Finally, Turnitin is a piece
of proprietary software used for issues in writing.
1. The Reader Module
The Reader Module was developed by Thomas Robb and a team at
Kyoto Sangyo University as an aid to their extensive reading program (see
moodlereader.org/index.html/). “Extensive reading” means reading widely
for pleasure, and has become popular in Japan recently. Simple books
are graded by difficulty, and students read a lot at their level, building
up automaticity and helping concentration. For an overview of the Exten-
sive Reading process, see Waring (2006).
In essence, the Reader Module is a collection of quizzes to check if
students have read and understood books. At present, there are quizzes
available for almost all the books in the Language Centre library. Quizzes
are developed by volunteers, and new quizzes are uploaded by the devel-
opment team to their website for local installation. The quizzes can be
used as a kind of “stamp rally”, as students collect cards (the book covers)
on their homepage. The software can be set to show the number of “points”
(books read) or “words”. A goal can be set for students in terms of points
or words, and students can measure their weekly progress. A screen shot
of the main page experienced by the student is given in Figure 5
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Figure 5. Screenshot of the student page for the Reader Module.
This system has been in use for almost a year at the time of writing.
The technology is highly complementary to the goal of creating a commu-
nity of readers within the Language Centre system. With the addition of
a computerized check, the motivational aspects are increased, as the test
adds a dimension of personal achievement. This is evidenced by a number
of students exceeding the goal required for their class credit.
2. Voiceboard and Voiceshadow modules
It has long been a contradiction that people try to learn to “speak”
English by reading it rather than actually speaking. Print is a much more
stable medium, lasting through time, whereas sound soon disappears.
In the classroom, sound on computer has presentedmany problems. Many
playback and recording formats exist, but it is hard to get something stu-
dents and teachers can easily manage.
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Voiceboard and Voiceshadow use the Nanogong applet as a browser―
based recording option (see http://moodlemodules.netcourse.org/2009/12/
02/voiceboard―and―voiceshodow/). Voiceboard is the simpler version of the
two, containing a simple interface, shown in Figure 6. A topic or question
is set, and students respond. Students can submit pre―recorded material
in mp3 format. Usually, however, they will simply record their assign-
ment directly. This can be used for individual or pairwork. On completion,
a student can review the work, and save the work if satisfied. If the stu-
dent wishes to re―record, they press record again, and their previous re-
cording is deleted.
Figure 6. The Voiceboard recording interface
Even though the interface is relatively simple, some class time was
used teaching students how to use microphones and check audio levels.
The first few occasions are useful in getting students to rely on each other
for this help, rather than the teacher. After four or five weeks, most stu-
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dents check their settings as soon as they open their computer or log on
to the website.
Figure 7. The Voiceshadow grading interface
Figure 7 shows the grading interface. Points can be awarded on pre-
set ranges, as a global amount from a peer, or from the teacher. In figure
7, a student has added a comment, and this is displayed to classmates.
I have found that the comment box is useful for storing meta data about
the recording, such as who a partner was.
Voiceshadow is an extension of the recording software capability, and
uses the same grading system. Shadowing generally refers to the process
of simultaneous listening and speaking (or echoing) what is heard. There
are several different approaches to this skill. For example, it may be done
with students looking at a script while listening, or not. It may be done
as a post―listening exercise, or as an exercise in its own right. A review
of shadowing is given in Murphey (2001).
TheVoiceshadowmodule allows a teacher to record or uploadmp3 files
and have students listen to it. This makes it easy to use as an audio player
for independent listening exercises, with the added advantage that the
audio is available for later shadowing practice, drawing attention to lan-
guage items in the listening for students to recreate. Students can also
find specific sections and ask teachers or peers about those sections. In
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addition to audio from coursework, however, one can also paste a direct
link for Youtube into the interface, as shown in Figure 8. This may be
a movie or TV clip, or a piece recorded by students at another school.
Figure 8. Voiceshadow interface
3. Addressing plagiarism
As part of the Moodle program, we have run a trial with an anti―pla-
giarism software called TurnItIn (see http:// turnitin.com/static/index.php).
The trial is now in its second semester, although usage this semester has
necessarily been limited. The software was originally identified as being




Language study often involves “listen and repeat”―style activities. In
this instance, copying and even impersonating are particularly useful
strategies for learning. In the written form, however, it presents ethical
issues. With the easy availability of material on the Internet, work can
be presented in which the student has not tried to negotiate meaning
or form.
TurnItIn is proprietary software, requiring a license fee for individual
users. Assignments are turned in to teachers via a web application (Moo-
dle in this case). As part of the process of handing things in, students are
required to check a box saying that work presented in original. Upon
uploading the report, the work is cross―referenced with work available
on the Internet and in certain repositories, and a “similarity” score is pre-
sented to the teacher (Figure 9).
Figure 9. A similarity report produced by TurnItIn as part of an
assignment
A “similarity report” indicates the similarity to other works presented
to the system by highlighting chunks of text. The decision of whether and
to what extent the similarity is “plagiarism” is then left with the instruc-
tor. Having the similarity report available allows the class to address the
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issue openly and collaboratively. Some cases may simply be an expression
that is hard to say another way. For example, a book report stating, “Sher-
lock Holmes is a detective” may show similarity, but this simple statement
of fact would be hard to omit.
The software was originally developed not as plagiarism software but
as a peer review tool. The software allows mark―up of texts and ease of
feedback to students. Instructors can create their own list of points for
comment on a particular assignment, and click and drag these comments
to the student’s work. Student can also review each other’s work accord-
ing to a set of questions laid out by the instructor. Such an approach re-
moves the teacher as the one responsible for all grades, and students can
start to write for a wider audience.
. Conclusion
This paper has reviewed some of the uses and approaches to Moodle
as a LearningManagement System. Particular activities, such as shadow-
ing or Extensive Reading, workwell within theMoodle environment. Such
activities can be done without Moodle, but they are enhanced through the
implementation. None of the activities reviewed here will necessarily
make significant changes to the classroom by themselves. The effects are
cumulative, and felt as the same content is approached using several tools.
Forums can be used to prepare for essays or speaking tests. Recordings
can be added to portfolios.
The Moodle system started in 2001. Since that time, a great deal of
change has occurred, and once―popular systems and web pages have dis-
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appeared. Moodle has continued to grow in popularity, however. The va-
riety of activities on offer is both rich and highly adaptable. Whilst it is
far from a panacea, the Moodle system at Momoyama Gakuin University
is helping to create a learning environment. The usage of the system in
classes requires planning, as so many tools that seem attractive may not
suit particular approaches or class styles. Teachers are in the joyful posi-
tion, however, of having a variety of activities to use― or not use― both
inside and outside the classroom to make the learning community at Mo-
moyama really work.
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